prodigy. Her father instilled in her that she was as good as anyone and could achieve whatever she desired, but she was never to think that she was better than others.
White Sulphur Springs had no high school for Black children. Because the Coleman family valued education highly and was determined that their children should have a quality education through high school and college, her parents rented a house in Institute, Kanawha County, West Virginia where their children attended high school and college. Thus, every autumn for eight years, Katherine's mother moved with her children to the rented home. In the summer they would return some 125 miles back to White Sulphur Springs where her father lived in their home house and worked, primarily as a farmer and at a hotel, earning about $100 per month. All four Coleman children completed high school and college under this arrangement of living in two different places during the year.
Katherine entered West Virginia State College High School before her teens and graduated at the age of 14. In high school, she excelled in mathematics, science, and English. In high school she also developed some affinity for astronomy. This was where she met another person who greatly influenced her love for math: Angie Turner King, who taught her geometry in high school. King later taught her math in college and continued to encourage her.
Katherine entered West Virginia State College (WVSC), a Historically Black College (HBCU), in her early teens. As a student at WVSC, she took every math course offered by the college. Several professors mentored her math studies, including chemist and mathematician Angie Turner King, who had also taught her in high school. Katherine said that King was "...a wonderful teacher-bright, caring, and very rigorous." James Carmichael Evans, who had BS and MS degrees from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, also nurtured Katherine in her study of math. He was a very talented and encouraging teacher who insisted that she must major in mathematics, even though he knew of her strong interests and mentoring in French and English by others. And there was W. W. Schieffelin Claytor, the third African American to receive a PhD degree in math who took Katherine "under his wing." He was a brilliant teacher and researcher. Claytor not only taught her many of her math classes, but he also added new math courses to the curriculum just for Katherine. She recalled that Claytor told her, "You would make a good research mathematician" (after her sophomore year), and he continued, "I am going to prepare you for that career." According to a videotaped interview with Katherine, one of the courses Claytor created for her was analytic geometry, which was invaluable to her in her work at NASA. from what I learned from both the book and the movie. She was a pioneer extraordinaire and a brilliant mathematician. Her work impacted the success of NASA's early space flight missions. I was extremely delighted that in her lifetime she has received the awards, honors, and recognitions that many pioneers never live long enough to witness and enjoy. I found her life story itself to be a fascinating one to know.
Katherine Coleman was born on August 26, 1918 in White Sulphur Springs (Greenbrier County), West Virginia as the fourth and youngest child of Joshua and Joylette Coleman. She had a brother Horace (b. 1912), a sister Margaret (b. 1913), and a brother Charles (b. 1915). Her mother was a schoolteacher and her father was a lumberman, farmer, and handyman who worked at the Greenbrier Hotel.
At an early age (her third birthday or younger) she began to speak very articulately and was very curious about knowing details of everyday things that she observed. Her father, with only a sixth-grade education, had an incredible ability for doing math problems. For Katherine, he was the smartest person she knew. She started to count everything she saw and attempted to emulate her father in solving math problems. For Katherine, counting things and constantly learning new information about things became her favorite daily activity. Her mother being a nurturing teacher and her father being a math whiz kept her motivated to learn. Katherine officially began attending elementary school at the age of five.
However, because of what she had learned prior to that age, she was placed into the second grade during her first year of school. When she was eight years old she should have entered the fifth grade but, being such an advanced student, she was placed in the sixth grade of a newly opened school for Blacks. With her advanced placement, she was now a grade ahead of her brother Charles who was three years older than she was. At age ten, Katherine was ready to enter high school. She was viewed by many as a child her about open positions in mathematics at the all-Black West Area Computing Section at the National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics (NACA), Langley Laboratory, Hampton, Virginia that she desired a different use of her mathematical talent. The program was headed by Dorothy Vaughan, whom she had met some years earlier in West Virginia. Katherine and her husband, Jimmy, decided to move the family to Newport News, Virginia to pursue this opportunity. The NACA had stopped hiring in 1952 when they arrived and she worked as a substitute teacher for a year. Katherine After graduation from college, she took a teaching job at a Black public school in Marion, Virginia. She was offered the job in Marion because she could teach math, teach French, and play the piano. In 1939, Katherine married James Francis Goble, who was called "Jimmy" by his friends. He worked as a high school chemistry teacher in Marion. This marriage produced three daughters: Constance, Joylette, and Katherine. All three became mathematicians and teachers.
In 1940 (before having children), Katherine enrolled in a graduate math program. She entered the graduate program at West Virginia University in Morgantown, West Virginia, the flagship university for the state of West Virginia that had been reserved for White students only. She was the first African American woman to attend the university's graduate school. This was facilitated with the courage of and assistance from WVSC's president, Dr. John W. Davis. He selected her as one of three African American students (she was the only female) to integrate the graduate school after the United States Supreme Court ruling Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. Canada (1938). The court ruled that states that provided public higher education for White students also had to provide it for Black students, to be satisfied either by establishing Black colleges and universities or by admitting Black students to previously White-only universities. Katherine spent a term at the University but left the program after she became pregnant. She chose to give priority, at that time, to raising a family. Jimmy and her parents supported her decision.
Katherine returned to teaching when her three daughters grew older. She taught in Morgantown and Bluefield, West Virginia. However, it was not until 1952 when a relative told Katherine G. Johnson working at NASA in the 1960s as a "human computer," physicist, and aerospace technologist in an all-White research division of engineers.
reports for which she received no written credit or recognition in the report itself. The first report with Katherine's name on it was major for NASA [8] you want it and where you want it to land, and I'll do it backwards and tell you when to take off. C. Girls are capable of doing everything men are capable of doing. Sometimes they have more imagination than men. D. We will always have STEM with us. Some things will drop out of the public eye and will go away, but there will always be science, engineering, and technology. And there will always be mathematics. E. I don't have a feeling of inferiority. I never had one. I'm as good as anybody, but not better. F. Like what you do, and then you will do your best.
On August 26, 2018, Katherine Coleman Goble Johnson completed her 100th trip around the Sun, becoming a highly distinguished centenarian African American mathematician. Katherine G. Johnson lives in Hampton, Virginia. She continues to encourage her grandchildren and students to pursue careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM).
In recognition of her life and contributions as a role model, a scholar, an educator, and her pioneering career as a research mathematician with NASA in space travel, Johnson has received many awards, honors, and recognitions. For the sake of brevity, only 20 will be listed.
Twenty of Katherine G. Johnson's Awards, Honors, and Recognitions:
